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Schupbach: New York-An Immigrant's Account

III.
NEW YORK - AN IMMIGRANT'S ACCOUNT
Rosa Schupbach

After I had volunteered at our annual meeting last year to tell you today something
about my life as an immigrant in New York City, I forgot all about it until recently when Leo
[Schelbert] asked me to give him the title of my lecture. My goodness, I thought, I really put
my foot in this time, but I am glad I did because after the very serious discussion we just had,
we all need to relax, to wind down, and even laugh a little. For about two years now I have
given similar lectures with slides to various groups in Switzerland and I am going to extract
some parts of that lecture, especially my experiences as an auxiliary police officer with the
New York City Police Department. I also want to show you that New York is not the cold and
inhuman place it is said to be.
I am sure you have heard people say: "I don't see how one can live in a place like
New York." To tell you a secret, nobody really lives in 'New York'. We live in our
neighborhoods. These neighborhoods are small towns, just like those in Iowa or Nebraska,
except that these neighborhoods or small towns are not surrounded by farm fields, but by
other neighborhoods. We know the mailman, we say hello to our neighbors in the street, and
we pet their dogs. When a friend of mine moved to New York from Geneva a few years ago
and told her friends in Switzerland what she had done, they said: "How can you live in such a
terrible place?!" Her answer was: "What do you mean, a terrible place, it is a wonderful
place!" I agree with her, New York City and particularly Manhattan which I know well is a
wonderful place, but it is also a place where as an immigrant you have to work very hard to
build a new life and where you have to defend yourself so that you are not exploited.
What prompted me to leave a well-paying job in Zurich in 1959 was not only my love
for travel and adventure, but also my experience with discrimination against women in
Switzerland as it existed in the early 1950' s. After finishing what was called Mittelschule in
Zurich, I took a position with the Swiss Bank Corporation and in 1952 decided to marry a
non-Swiss. At that time, all female employees of the Swiss Bank, mind you, only female
employees who wanted to get married, were forced to hand in their resignation and
subsequently were only temporary employees of the Bank so that they could be fired in case
they became pregnant. Moreover, at that time every Swiss woman who married a foreigner
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automatically lost her Swiss citizenship and was treated as a foreigner. There was absolutely
nothing one could do about it. When I mentioned all this to the Personnel Manager at the
Swiss Bank Corporation, he replied: "Sie hand's ja so welle! You wanted it that way!" All this
happened in 1952, not some time in the last century! I decided to get married after all and
afterwards did not have a secure job anymore, nor did I have a Swiss passport. Every time I
wanted to travel abroad, I had to appear before the Fremdenpolizei [the police dealing with
aliens] and ask for a return visa to re-enter Switzerland. This lasted until 1955 when the S ~
government finally decided to give back Swiss citizenship to all the women who had lost it by
marrying a foreigner, and that is how I became Swiss again. But these experiences continued
to irk me and, as you can see, I never forgot them. In 1959 I applied for an immigration visa
to the United States and traveled to New York City, all by myself, not knowing anybody there,
with two suitcases, but fortunately with enough money to keep me going for a while and, a
very important point, a very good knowledge of English, and I have been living In New York
City ever since.
My first job was as a secretary in a storefront for second-hand office machines with a
terrible boss who was also the owner of the business. He exploited me, a recent immigrant
who did not know anything about law, as much as he could. I was only allowed 20 minutes
for lunch to wolf down my hamburger, which cost only $0 cents at that time, and a cup of
coffee which cost 10 cents. I received my weekly paycheck late on Friday afternoon when the
banks were already closed. A few times, in order to have enough cash over the weekend, I
had to go to one of those terrible check cashing establishments where only people go who are
poor and have no banking connection, and where they deduct a hefty commission before
they give you your money. Cash machines did not exist yet. A few times, when I came back
from lunch, the typewriter I had been working on in the morning had been sold to a customer
during lunch hour and I had to get used in a hurry to a completely different typewriter, a
rather disconcerting experience when it happens frequently. Needless to say, I did not stay
very long at that job, but long enough to get a pair of boots from my boss as a Christmas
present which I needed urgently to survive my first snowstorm in New York.
During the first few months I moved with my two suitcases from one room or
furnished apartment to the next so fast that nobody was able to keep track of me. You see, I
had to find out everything by myself, nobody told me how to do things, where to live, what a
desirable neighborhood was, and which neighborhood to avoid. Eventually I managed to find
a nice studio apartment in the middle of Manhattan and also, after about a year at another
secretarial job, I was offered a good position with Caltex Petroleum Corporation as something
called "junior economist" which paid me $140 a week, a handsome salary at the time for a
newcomer. For the new apartment, I bought a convertible sofa at Macy's; I figured I needed a
clean bed, and I bought some pots and pans and china dishes in a second-hand store and
settled down. Incidentally, I still have some of these china dishes which have in the meantime
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become antiques. But then I thought I better get ready in case someone comes to visit me,
although I hardly knew anybody, and went back to Macy's to buy some glasses. The
salesman there, a very handsome and charming African-American who was used to customers
buying glasses in sets of six, asked me how many of each size I wanted; I said "two of each."
He looked at me with big eyes and said : "How romantic!"
Getting back to my job at Caltex Petroleum Corporation, one condition for
employment was that I enroll in college courses in Economics at night, which I did, first at
Baruch College which is part of the City University of New York, and then at Columbia
University where, incidentally, I met Leo. But to enroll at Baruch College proved to be quite
difficult. The admissions officer insisted that I never finished high school in Switzerland. She
was quite adamant and showed me a book which said that Swiss children never go to school in
the summer because they have to help making hay! I felt terribly frustrated and wrote to the
Department of Education in Washington which then confirmed that I indeed had finished
high school, and they even confirmed that my years at the Mittelschule entitled me to some
college points in the American educational system.
The decision to attend these courses opened tremendous opportunities for me, but It
also involved a lot of very hard work. I worked at Caltex Petroleum from 9 am to 5 p.m.
every day, then took the subway to Columbia University. You cannot imagine how I envied
all those people whom I saw going home at 5 o clock when I came out of the subway at 116th
Street and Broadway to spend the evenings in a class room, then going home late at night,
again on the subway, and spending weekends in the library or writing papers. The years just
flew by and I really cannot tell you much about them except that I still tried to fly to Zurich
once a year during summer break to visit my mother, doing some of my school work on the
plane.
In 1967 I got a Bachelor of Science degree and a year later a Master of Arts, both in
Economics at Columbia, and then continued with the doctoral courses. But then a happy
change occurred in my life because at Caltech I got to know a co-worker by the name of
Schupbach who became my second husband. After we got married during Christmas break that was the only time available to me because there were no classes - my life became
relatively normal. Although my husband had what we suspected was a Swiss name, we really
never found out where his ancestors came from. I wrote several times to different places in the
Canton Bern, but never got anywhere. About three years ago someone called me from a hotel
in New York and told me their name was also Schupbach (they had picked my name out of
the phone book) and that they lived in Koln, Germany. They mentioned that some
Schupbachs had emigrated from Germany to Switzerland during the Thirty Years' War
(1618 to 1648). My husband and I visited Switzerland every summer, he just loved it there
and looked more like a Swiss every day.
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Two years after we got married, we moved from that small studio apartment I told you
about which I had furnished with those pots and pans and those romantic glasses to a coop
apartment on 74th Street near Fifth Avenue, close to Central Park, and I am still living there.
Six years after we got married, my husband died unexpectedly in 1973, and nothing was the
some anymore. I simply could not decide on a permanent job and started to work on a
temporary basis, again like a gypsy, moving from one job to the next until I finally took
position as assistant to a professor of economics at New York University; after that I worked
for number of years at the National Bureau of Economic Research and a small investment
company. For a few years now, I have been doing "my own thing", and I'll tell you shortly
what that is, actually it is my work in the Police Department.
Less than 150 years ago, where I live, there was still farmland, with a large farm
belonging to a well-to-do man by the name of Lenox, and the neighborhood is still called
Lenox Hill. You may now know that originally Manhattan was covered by numerous brooks
and ponds where the people were able to catch fish and even skate in the winter.
Unfortunately, these brooks and ponds are now all covered with asphalt, but if you are
unlucky, you hit water when you build a house or a building. This happened a few years ago
to a neighbor of mine who had decided to build a covered swimming pool in his backyard,
and sure enough, he hit such a stream that runs underground from Central Park around 7 4th
Street to the East River. You can imagine, he had a great deal of trouble finishing his
swimming pool as the big whole in the back of his building kept filling up with water. I knew
there was an underground stream, but obviously the architect did not know. In the early
1960's when a real estate developer bought a plot of land on Madison Avenue and 75th
Street to build a tall apartment building, he hit the same stream and at the time that plot could
not carry such a tall building. He then sold the land to the Whitney organization who then
built the present Whitney Museum that you may be familiar with.
I want to tell you a few things about Central Park. The thought to preserve a large
area for a public park came to the authorities of the City and State as early as 1851 which was
all the more astonishing because at that time there were hardly any houses in that area. About
a year ago I saw an exhibit at the museum of the New York Historical Society of early
photographs how the land looked originally before the construction of a park was started The
whole area looked quite desolate, here and there stood miserable looking shacks of wood
inhabited by homeless people, mostly poor immigrants, where these people lived with their
animals, cows, pigs and goats. Fifth Avenue, now one of the most elegant streets, was an
unpaved country road with small hills and ravines. In the desolate area of the future park
stood a small settlement, a cluster of houses, called Seneca Village, where about 250-300 free
black and Irish lived. They must have been fairly well-to-do because they owned the land and
their houses and had also built three churches, two cemeteries, and even two schools.
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Unfortunately the entire Seneca Village was demolished together with those miserable
shacks so that construction of the park could begin. In some sections of the park, towards the
north and the west side, you can still see the original rocks which are quite enormous. To
prepare for the layout of the park, rocks were blasted with dynamite, some of them sanded
down, artificial lakes and ponds, bridges and terraces were built, also a water reservoir to
ensure an adequate water supply for the growing city. Tons and tons of fertile soil were
brought in and hundreds of different species of trees were planted, and eventually the park
evolved the way you see it today.
You may not know that New York City is located right below the flight corridor of
migrant birds that fly from Alaska and Canada thousands of miles towards the south. Many
of these birds stop in Central Park to rest and feed and, if they like it there, they build nests
and breed. Bird experts have counted up to 270 different species of birds, those that just rest
and leave again, and others that actually spend a few months there. During the last few years a
number of hawks have been sighted who seem to love the tall buildings and pillars of bridges.
They build nests there and raise their young. There is plenty of food for them, lots of pigeons
and rats. Besides these birds, thousands of squirrels live in the park, they are quite tame. There
are also wild rabbits and raccoons, different species of bats that live under the bridges, and in
the 22 lakes and ponds located throughout the park you find many different kinds of fish,
frogs and turtles. There are also snakes, but they are harmless. Living so close to the park, that
wonderful oasis of trees and flowers, and to see people having a good time is a great asset, but
it also has its disadvantages. Criminals come from the park into our block, grab somebody's
pocket book, and jump right back into the park, where it is difficult to find them, especially at
night.
About 20 years ago one of my neighbors was threatened with a knife and she had to
surrender her pocket book. After that incident a few residents of the block and I decided to
form a block association, and I have been its president for the last 15 years; We have a yearly
budget of about $35,000 which we collect every 6 months by asking all residents to make a
contribution, and with that money we hire a security guard from a security company to patrol
our block every day from 5:30 p.m. to 11:30 p.m. We.also pay for the upkeep of the trees on
the block, have them pruned and fertilized, and have planted ivy in the tree beds. All this we
do in our spare time, with no financial compensation whatsoever. Once in a while we do run
short of money, but then I send out an emergency appeal to the people, telling them unless
they send us some more money. there will be no guard. So far, it has worked. But something
that may interest you more; in 1980 I joined the New York Police Department as an Auxiliary
Police Officer. I am assigned to the 19th Precinct where I live. About 210,000 people live in
this precinct which is the most densely populated area in the United States because of the
many high rise apartment buildings. About 290 officers work in 8-hour shifts round the
clock. The police station is a heavily used building and is showing wear and tear, with the
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elevator not working for months at the time. Our office and locker rooms are located on the
5th floor, and it is sometimes tedious to walk up all the way, particularly after patrolling for
hours, carrying all the heavy equipment on our belt
As we are a historical organization I want to give you briefly some historical tidbits I
came across some time ago, and then I' II tell you about some of my experiences in the Police
Department. A young woman visited New York City in the early 1850's and wrote: "The
existence of a dangerous class in New York is now no longer denied. ... Probably in no city
in the civilized world is life so fearfully insecure as New York. The practice of carrying
concealed arms, in the shape of stilettos for attack, and swordsticks for defense, if illegal, is
perfectly common ... and terrible outrages and murderous assaults are matters of such nightly
occurrence as to be thought hardly worthy of notice." Does this remind you of the 6 o clock
news?
To become an Auxiliary Police Officer I had to take a course in law and self-defense
for about four months. Every year we have to repeat the self-defense class to stay in practice.
We wear the same uniform as the regular police, dark navy blue. We have a slightly different
shield that looks a bit like a sheriff shield you see on television. We do not carry a gun; the
only weapon we have is a hard wooden stick about two feet long with which we are allowed to
defend ourselves under certain conditions, that is if our own life is in danger and we cannot
escape at all or if someone else's life is in danger.
Another distinction between the regular police and us is that we are not paid. The
only compensation we get is $250 a year as uniform allowance, but only if we put in the
required number of hours a year. Because we are not paid, most of us have jobs during the
day and come to the police station in the evenings to patrol the streets from 7 p.m. to 11 p.m.
Sometimes we are also on duty at special events on weekends, like parades, street art shows,
and street fairs. We are very rarely alone, but patrol together with another Auxiliary Officer,
male or female, in an assigned area within the precinct. We carry a radio which is connected
with Police Headquarters downtown. We hear everything that goes on over a relatively wide
area around us and when something happens or we are in danger, we press a button on the
radio to relay our message and the regular police responds immediately because they know
we have no gun.
I love to patrol because one really gets to know the city and its people, but it can be
quite tiring and tedious, particularly when it is very hot. I must confess that in the winter when
it is very cold, I chicken out and do office work in the police station. For a while I handled
reports on domestic violence cases within a family or a household, to be entered into a central
computer system, and these reports were real eye openers about the cruel things people do to
each other, and also the very stupid things they do. I sometimes hear terribly foul language~
life in a police station is not the life you and I lead and are familiar with.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol35/iss3/4

6

Schupbach: New York-An Immigrant's Account

41

People here and in Switzerland often ask me whether I am not afraid to be out there
in the street in a police uniform. I am careful, but I am not afraid. I had a father who was
absolutely without fear, and perhaps some of it has rubbed off. I have never been shot at in
New York City, but strangely enough in peaceful Switzerland I was shot at twice during a visit
in the Valais when someone shot me in the foot with a Hobert gun. and another time in
Zurich where someone shot lead pellets through an open window into the apartment where I
was staying. I never had any close calls, only a few sticky moments, but one learns to handle
these.
I am going to tell you a few experiences I had while on police duty. In 1980 when I
first started, there were only very few women employed as regular officers. One evening I did
some clerical work in the Detectives Office where there is also a small cell to put people
temporarily after they are arrested and before they are taken downtown to Central Booking.
That evening two men were in that cell and made a terrible racket and threatened to throw up
unless they were taken out of the cell. But it was quite obvious that they were just playing a
game. At that moment I happened to get up. and they were so surprised to see woman that
they immediately broke out in big smiles and threw kisses at me through the bars of the cell.
Another evening they brought a black woman in handcuffs who had been arrested in
the street together with her boyfriend who was in another cell. Because she was in handcuffs
she could not be left alone with a male officer because she could claim later that he molested
her and that she could not defend herself. As I was the only woman around, I was assigned to
guard her. The police officer lit a cigarette for her and left, and I was alone with her. But
because she was in handcuffs, she could not take the cigarette out of her mouth and she asked
me therefore to remove the cigarette for a few moments and then put it hack into her mouth.
Even though this happened before the era of AIDS, I was afraid she would bite me in the
finger, but she did not. I really felt sorry for her and asked her whether she wanted me to call
someone, like her mother or her clergyman. She started to cry bitterly and said that
everybody thinks she is a terrible woman. All I could do was to comfort her, there was
nothing else I could do. S~e was later ·taken away and I never saw her again. On another
evening I had to guard the site of an accident where a taxi had run down an elderly man.
Fortunately, by the time we got there, they had already taken the man away in an ambulance,
but there was still lots of blood around and pieces of bloody clothing. It took me a few days
to get over this.
To show you how important the presence of police is in the street: One evening,
around 10:30 p.m. another auxiliary officer and I were walking back to the police station
when I saw a young man standing at a phone booth pretending to make a phone call.
Immediately I became suspicious because sometimes criminals stand at phone booth as if
they were going to make a call, instead they are waiting to assault unsuspecting pedestrians. I
said to the other officer: "Wait a minute, this looks suspicious to me." She immediately
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understood, and we stopped casually, talking to each other and keeping an eye on the man.
He noticed after a while that he was observed and that we were not going to go away, and he
left.
A few months ago we had a very busy evening. We were driving in our police car and
someone stopped us to say that someone was lying on the sidewalk nearby. We immediately
drove there and there was a woman, in her early 70' s lying there, but a pedestrian was already
talking to her and using her shopping bag as a pillow. You see, people do care in New York.
As I knelt down next to her I noticed that her breath smelled very much of alcohol. She was
very embarrassed and confessed that she had gone out with friends and that she had drunk
too much. I had the impression that she was an alcoholic because she was quite thin. We
called an ambulance and in the meantime covered her with a blanket. I knelt down next to
her, held her hand and comforted her till the ambulance came and took her away.
We had hardly finished with this incident when we heard over the radio that there was
a terrible accident quite close by on the Manhattan side of the 59th Street bridge. We raced
there, an ambulance was already there, a fire truck, and several police cars. A passenger car
was lying upside down, its windows all broken and glass splattered all over the place. The five
young passengers were already in the ambulance, but a real miracle had occurred. Except for
a few scrapes nothing had happened to them. As I told you earlier, things do get a little
tedious and tiring at times. A few weeks ago on a Sunday, I was on duty at a large street
market, about a mile long where traffic was diverted so that people could stroll in the middle
of the street. A horrendous traffic jam developed, and I was assigned to divert traffic to one of
the cross-town streets. I was at that spot, I don t know how long, without food or anything to
drink, moving my arm to show drivers that they had to take a particular turn. Also,
pedestrians have a dangerous habit of stepping off the curb to wait for the green light, and as
I was trying to hold the pedestrians back and divert traffic at the same time, I yelled at two
women: STAY THERE. They looked quite startled and I immediately apologized, trying to
telling them that I was trying to do two things at the same time and also to keep them safe. Let
me tell you, for about three days afterwards the muscles of my arm hurt.
About three weeks ago we were sent to a Medieval Festival for the day to keep an eye
on things and to make people feel protected. It was a very hot day and we really suffered
from the heat. As we all know, there were no Middle Ages in the U.S., but there is a Society
that is interested in Medieval customs and games; they even bring horses and play games with
mock spears. During the afternoon, nearly all the regular police was pulled out to go to a
demonstration in midtown between Palestinians and Israelis, and so we had to stay longer to
fill the gap. Although we were all exhausted at the end of the day, we felt that we had
accomplished something worthwhile.
But we also have fun. We have a Christmas Party and a summer picnic. About two
years ago, at the same street market I mentioned earlier, there were stands where one can buy
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different kinds of food. Suddenly a woman came up to me, quite disgusted and said: "At that
stand they are selling cooked pigs' ears, is this legal?" I answered that this was not a police
matter. She would not go away but asked me in a very loud voice: "What would you say if
someone offered you cooked pigs' ears?" I laughed and said that I was quite adventurous.
She was furious and yelled at me that she was speaking to the wrong person. Little did she
know that she was indeed talking to the wrong person, because at the time I was born, my
father was buying cattle from village farmers around Zurich and brought them to his
slaughterhouse. I was too young at the time to remember, but as I was growing up, stories
about cooked pigs' ears and knuckles were nothing unusual to me.
I want to end with a touching experience I had while on duty at an art exhibit where
artists show their works of art, paintings, and sculptures in the street. A woman I did not know
approached me, put her hand on my arm and said: "God protect you!" That really touched
my heart and I thanked her. On that comforting note I would like to end my talk and hope
that you enjoyed it
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